advocates of Jewish immigration to historic Palestine have used arguments about the importance of local experience to explain why Jewish life in the region was ultimately superior to that of the Diaspora. The gift of freedom, from this perspective, is a transformative experience, that one cannot have without making aliyah (to 'step up'), emigrating to the reconstituted homeland of Israel.
Unfortunately, this way of touting the benefits of moving to Israel has also become one of the most common rhetorical modes for rationalizing military violence against Palestinians. Only those who live in the land, it is asserted, truly understand why such actions are justifiable. Anyone who seeks to condemn them obviously must subscribe to a non-Israeli moral code, because they lack the national experience to appreciate their legitimacy.
The problem with the way this point was reiterated by the commenter quoted above was that he had failed to ascertain the journalist's actual nationality. In fact, the author of the article he was criticizing was, in fact, an Israeli. To make matters even more complicated, the IP address of the commenter's computer-because I'm a suspicious editor, I decided to check-revealed that this 'soldier' was not in fact in Israel, serving in the IDF, but somewhere in Brooklyn, sitting in front of a PC. Though there was no way of determining his national identity, it wasn't hard to see that being Israeli appeared to be more of an ideological posture for him than an actual identity. Whether he had spent considerable time in Israel or not, his local knowledge was clearly a lot more complicated than he had been willing to let on.
For anyone who works in Jewish periodical publishing, such incidents are highly common. Especially in the news end of the business, Actually Existing Israel 111 where every critic of articles the least bit skeptical of Israeli government policy would like you to believe she or he is more 'pro-Israeli' than Israelis are. Finding an actually existing Israeli in the mix can be, in fact, quite difficult. This curious phenomenon aside, it was the philosophical posturing of this commenter, with his emphasis on Israel's fundamental unknowability to the outside world that was so telling.
Obviously, this was someone who had been given a set of talking points, by a self-described "pro-Israel" organization, to use against articles critical of Israel's offensive in Gaza. Instructed to tell everyone "they just didn't understand," the volunteer, obviously intelligent, had "remixed"
his instructions to such a degree that he had ended up rationalizing Israel's place in the world out of existence. The Diaspora could not judge Israel using universal standards of moral judgment because the Israel of their imaginings did not exist.
The problem is that the commenter was unconsciously expressing his inability to connect with 'actually existing Israel' himself. What he wanted was something to animate his religious fantasy of the country, not the local knowledge being disseminated by a left-wing Israeli journalist reporting on Israeli protests against the war in Gaza. In effect, the only way the commenter could rationalize the bloodshed then underway was to argue that it was beyond his own comprehension as someone trying to make sense of it from the Diaspora. But because he was either unwilling or unable to acknowledge the real meaning of his comment, he instead projected his own lack of understanding onto the Left, as though there were no progressive means of understanding Israel.
This strange circumstance, in a nutshell, is the philosophical problematic at the heart of my last book, Israel vs. Utopia. My objective was to demystify Israel's existence as a fetish object in the minds of foreign Jews and right-wing supporters of the country, whose first impulse is to deny Israeli reality, by rejecting its ability to be rationalized at all. Intolerance of minorities, migrants, and homosexuals is becoming mainstream.
Journalists, scholars, attorneys, activists-everyone talks of an end to Israeli democracy.
While Westerners are used to speaking about such trends as "a swing to the right," one which will presumably be followed by the pendulum's return to equilibrium, they do not understand the gravity of this specific situation. Israel has gone too far to swing "back" to the left. In this sense, the Israel portrayed by defenders like the fake Israeli soldier is correct. Israel actually is unknowable because its evolving identity still seems recognizable to the foreign eye.
"Actually existing Israel" turns out to be a hybrid of the West and the Middle East, not something distinct. As much as Jews on the right are inclined to imagine a third civilization, that is just wishful thinking. Eastern European, Western European, Arab, African, North American-we are everything. The challenge to make us knowable is to understand this. The reason why we do not, indeed, why we are encouraged not to, is because the overriding nationalist ethos of the country cannot come to grips with this complexity. Anti-Arab racism disguises it. The conflict with the Palestinians reifies it. We are here.
